The Problem of Even Starting a Conversation
For some people, art simply is religious, whether the artists admit it or not, for it expresses such things as the hope of transcendence or the possibilities of the human spirit. The absence of religious art from museums specializing in modernism is seemingly due to a kind of prejudice on the part of curators' narrow coterie of mainly academic writers who have not acknowledged what has always been apparent: art and religion are entwined. For example, Jackson Pollock is a religious painter even though neither he nor the serious critics of his work have thought of his work as religious. Some believe that modern art like Pollock's cannot be religious, because it would undo the project of modernism by going against its own sense of itself, its nature, especially if modernism was predicated on the rejection of pre-modern institutions, religion among them. Some modernists were also suspicious of the nineteenth-century academic custom of using art to tell religious stories. A contemporary painting of the Assumption of the Virgin would be carrying on a moribund tradition of narrative painting, last encouraged at the end of the nineteenth century. Modernism, it could be said, has relinquished all that.
For others, Pollock's paintings might well be religious, but it is difficult to construct an acceptable argument describing how his works express religious feelings. The word religion can no longer be coupled with the driving ideas of mod-ernist discourse. The two ways of talking have become alienated from each other, and it would be artificial and insensitive to bring them together.
And for others still, the whole problem is misstated, because Pollock might well be religious in some respects and non-religious or irreligious in others. There is no monolithic art any more than there is a property for it called religious. These terms are just too diffuse to work. What matters is the life of a particular Pollock painting. For example, there is a way to argue that Pollock's Man/Woman sustains religious ideas, but with She-Wolf, the correct domain of explanation might be Pollock's mid-twentieth-century sense of myth. Some might argue that Pollock serves as a poor example to make the case that modernism is not religious because Abstract Expressionism effectively erases explicit symbols and stories in favor of non-verbal gestures. Look elsewhere in modernism, earlier abstract painters for example, and you will find plenty of religious art: Paul Klee made religious paintings, as did Marc Chagall and Georges Roualt.
Modernism is bound to religion just as every movement before it has been. The differences between these opinions run deep. For people in my profession of art history, the very fact that I have written this essay will be enough to cast me into a dubious category of fallen and marginal historians who do not understand modernism or postmodernism. But here, I am after something simple, and more introductory: to set out, in the briefest possible compass, the salient facts about the alienation of the academic discipline of art history and the study of religious meaning in art. I hope that what I have to say will be taken generously, not as if this were the armature for a full history, but in the spirit I intend it: as an attempt to start conversations.
Art as Ritual and Religion
Once upon a timebut really, in every place and in every timeart was religious. Eight thousand years ago, Europe, Asia, and Africa were already full of sculpted gods, goddesses, and totemic animals. There were bull-gods and butterfly-gods, bird-goddesses and frog-goddesses, and deities that were nothing more than lumps of uncarved stone. Neolithic people left offerings, built altars, and etched pictures into rock walls.
Art was religious or at least ritualistic, and remained so in the earliest civilizations: in Sumer and Akkad, in Hittite and Phrygian Turkey, in Egypt and Persia. The inception of Christianity did not change art's religious purpose. In a lovely scene of the Madonna and Child in a landscape, from the beginning of the third century, a prophet stands to their right, raising his arms in a gesture that says, "Behold!" The figures sit in the shade of a small tree with oversize flowers. It must have been a refreshing scene to contemplate for the Christians who worshipped in the dank Catacomb of Priscilla, beneath the streets of Rome, and it serves as one example of the way in which the early Christian religion used painting as a mode of expression. Art continued to serve religion through the Renaissance.
In addition, what are known reflexively as art and religion were inseparable through much of the recorded history of China, India, and Mesoamerica. The same parallel and compatible purposes of art and religion can be found in images made by the Incas, the Scythians and Ife, the Moche and Code, Jains and Phrygians, and even the peoplewhose name is lostwho built the pyramids at Teotihuacan.
Art as Expression
There is a problem with this history. Although there is plenty of religious painting after the Renaissance in Western art historyeven at the beginning of the twenty-first century there is a tremendous amount of religious artsomething happened in the Renaissance: the meaning of art changed. Art began to glorify the artist and artist's skills took precedence over the subject depicted. between painting and poetry. Van Gogh had very passionate, if obscure, thoughts about how his art worked as religion, although art historians tend to avoid the subject his confused thoughts on art, nature, miracles, and divinity.
The book Van Gogh and Gauguin, for example, skims over the religious meaning of paintings such as Starry Night in favor of an analysis of the picture's geographical location and its secular literary sources.
Religion in the Pedagogy of Modernism But now, a hundred years later, it appears that religion has sunk out of sight. The mainstreams of modernism, beginning with Cezanne and Picasso and including Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism, were increasingly alienated from religion. Surrealism's rejection of religion took a particularly intransigent form on account of Sigmund Freud's critique of God imagined as a projection.'' It is telling that the major book connecting Surrealism to religion. Surrealism and the Sacred, is written by an artist and not an historian; it belongs more to the contemporary revival of Jungianinspired spirituality than to the historiography of Surrealism. s Most pop art, minimalism, conceptual art, video, and installation art seems miles away from religion. Such art can often be understood as religious, but it is not often intended to be religious. If John of the Cross (1951, Glasgow), but it is more an example of Dali's "paranoiac-critical" surrealist method than a religious painting. After all, the crucified Christ is shown hovering uncomfortably, head-down in a deep azure sky; he looks like the enormous spacecraft in the movie Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Just a few other artists out of the thousands in Arnason's book depict religious themes, among them Georges Roualt, Marc Chagall, and the English painters Graham Sutherland and Francis Bacon. Arnason chose one of Bacon's gruesome early pictures in which the crucified Christ is replaced by an animal carcass, with a monstrous man in a business suit sitting below, holding an umbrella to keep the blood from pouring onto him.
Among these slim pickings, there is only one work that is actually in a churchor even presented in its setting-Matisse's designs for the little Chapel of the Rosary of the Dominican nuns in Vence, France (1951) . It might be the only example of twentieth-century painting that is both a consecrated religious work and also a certified member of the canon of modernism. Jean Cocteau's church murals in Villefranche-sur-Mer just east of Nice, France, and those in the chapel Saint-Blaise des Simples in Milly-la-Foret are often reproduced, but they are not the most important of Cocteau's works. Maurice Denis's chapel in Saint-Germainen-Laye, near Paris, is a fascinating example of modernist Catholic art, but it is seldom considered alongside contemporaneous non-religious modernism.
...AND IN Contemporary Art
Contemporary art, I think, is as far from organized religion as Western art has ever been. This may be its most singular achievement or its cardinal failure, depending on your point of view. The separation has become entrenched: professional art critics do not write about artists who follow major religions. In schools and departments of art, religion is considered irrelevant to the production of interesting art: religion is understood to be something private, something that need not be brought into the teaching of art. When the art world discusses religion, it is because there has been a scandal: someone has painted a Madonna using elephant dung, or has put a statuette of Jesus into a jar of urine. '°O therwise, religion is seldom mentioned.
But religious art thrives outside of the art world. People gather to see miraculous images that seem to weep real tears, and the stories make the evening news. In the 1 990s, a Moire pattern in the glass of a curtain-wall office building in Clearwater, Florida was interpreted as an enormous apparition of the Virgin Mary. Indeed, the iridescent image captured in a snapshot looks like the outline of any Renaissance or Baroque painting of the Virgin.' i In the United States, such reports are much more common than in Europe. They testify to a widespread interest in images that have religious significance.
In the popular press, the goal of art is sometimes imagined as a fundamentally religious undertaking. Sister Wendy Beckett speaks eloquently about modern art as if it were all religious. In 1999, she judged an international competition, Jesus 2000, to find the perfect image of Jesus for the millennium. '^There were over a thousand entries from nineteen different countries. Sister Wendy's pick for the winner was Janet McKenzie's Jesus of the People, a painting of Christ as an African-American man. Christ's body had been modeled from a woman's body, and McKenzie painted Native American symbols in the background. The contest was written up in newspapers across the country. One report in the Corpus Christ! Caller-Times described a local woman's entry, a depiction of Jesus as a middle-aged man wearing a baseball cap, standing on a country road with a dead-end sign in the background. '* The artist explained that she had modeled the figure on a homeless man, but had given it her father's body, her own hair, and her daughter's nose. With her description, the painting could have been taken as a touching act of devotion; but these entries have not been considered as part of academic discourse.
An Equally Brief Prognosis
The conclusion of this history is obviously that fine art and religious art have parted ways within the context of academic discourse and pedagogy. The difference between art and art-as-religion can be made visible in many ways. The when works of art are religious, they note it just as if the art were politically oriented, concerned with gender, or of interest for its recondite allusions.
Most ambitious and successful contemporary fine art is thoroughly non-religious. Most New Age and spiritual artcontemporary art made for churchesisthis is blunt, because it needs to be saidjust bad art. It is not just because the artists are less talented than Jasper Johns or Andy Warhol: it is because art that sets out to convey spiritual values goes against the grain of history. The pressure of history is crucial: it has to be decided before it can be possible to seriously weigh academic and non-academic descriptions of religion and art. translated by Jane Todd (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1995 Your "Very, Very Brief History" is admirably polemical, but, as such, leaves us stuffed with arguments and questions.
The broadest view of modernism's relation to religion might situate the museum object as replacing the ritual onethe altarpiece becomes available as art as soon as it is taken from the cathedral and placed in Le Louvre. A ritual aesthetic function replaces the ritual religious function. This one-way street, as Benjamin might have called it, charts a historical path that is difficult to reverseand this, I take it, is the story you seek to tell. Nonetheless, I think there is tremendous eschatological energy fueling twentieth-century (and early twenty-first century) art, and a thwarted appetite for "reading" religion in contemporary art.
Let the conversation begin, -Caroline
Caroline, I am happy to have the chance to frame this essay, and try to answer your questions. Let me first interpose two points.
The essay is rather ruthlessly condensed from a book about the place of religion in contemporary art (forthcoming, 20031. The book is aimed at a very wide readership: so wide that part of my interest in the project was trying not to alienate its potentially far-flung readers. There is an enormous community of religious practitioners outside of academia for whom modernism and postmodernism have yet to produce more than a sprinkling of viable religious objects.
(The best scholar of that wider public, I think, is David Morgan.) For that community, the book I have written may seem too little concerned with religion. In fact, a major religious press originally requested the book, but it was turned down on the grounds that it was mainly about art and not religion.
However, the community of art students is sometimes just as far-flung. What can be done about the fact that religious discourse is so often excluded from studio critiques? Many art students create works that cannot be identified with any major religion, but which are, nevertheless, clearly spiritual.
In my experience, it is rare to find studio art instructors or art critics who are willing to address the religious aspects of such work unless, of course, the art is clearly critical of religion, adapts an ironic tone, or is privately spiritual in the way Bettye Saar's altars are. From an art student's point of view, words like "religion," and even "spirituality," may be inappropriate: they sound clumsy or literal, and students tend to avoid them even when they are the best available terms to describe the work. Serious, content-oriented religious criticism is virtually absent from current art instruction. So, my book is also meant to reassure readers that I will not be using words like religion as if they were adequate or even appropriately descriptive. The third community of readersthe historians interested in modern and contemporary art, who sometimes speak a language different from either of the other groupsmay be most embarrassed by the question of religion, though most in need of asking it. I hope their different perspectives partly explain the tone and rhetorical frame of the essay. I propose a couple of quite specific definitions for "religion" and "spirituality." The deliberately narrow meanings I would like to adopt change the terms of the argument somewhat. Let me take "religion," then, to mean any named, organized, institutional system of beliefs, including the trappings of such systems: the rituals, liturgies, catechisms, calendars, holy days, vestments, prayers, hymns and songs, homilies, obligations, sacraments, confessions, vows, bar mitzvahs, pilgrimages, credos, commandments, and sacred texts. Religion is therefore public and social, requiring observance, priests, ministers, rabbis, or mullahs, choirs or cantors, and the congregation. A good foil for this sense of religion is "spirituality." What I mean by spiritualityagain, only for the purposes of this essay and the bookis any private, subjective, largely or wholly incommunicable, often wordless and sometimes even unacknowledged system of beliefs. Spirituality in this sense is only part of religion.
Artists, I would argue, often try to discard the trappings of religion, in order to arrive at something that I think has to be called by a different namespirituality.
Given those two definitions, let me try to answer some of your questions.
Jones: Isn't your view of abstraction very literal lor, as
Michael Fried might say, "literalist?") All you have to do is move three feet over in the Museum of Modern Art, and you would see Barnett Newman's Covenant, or heaven forfend, the magisterial The Stations of the Cross: Lemi Sabachthani at the National Gallery of Art. In what sense is the Newman-
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Rothko-Morris Louis axis of sublimated Talmudic painting any less "about" religion than the haloed lady with the baby?
You ask whether modernist works are "any less 'about' religion than the haloed lady with the baby." I would say they are, and I propose that the fulcrum of the argument is in the "about." From a religious practitioner's point of view, an enormous gulf exists between work that is "about" religion and work that can function in religious ritual. In that sense, modern and contemporary art really is profoundly non-religious. Art world venues admit work that is ironic about religion, that is openly critical of religion, that comments on religion, that modifies religious forms and symbols, that is private and spiritual (in the sense I intend), but It does not admit straightforward, sincere instances of religious work. Artworks can be spiritual, and they can be about religion, but they cannot be religious. For example, many religious groups have used the Rothko chapel over the years (including, for example, Zoroastrians), and I am happy to admit them all as counterexamples to my thesis. A few years ago, 1 spent several days reading every one of the visitors' books that have been kept since the chapel opened.
There are thousands of comments, and most are about the paintings as abstraction or somehow about religion. When the comments mention religion, they usually describe the paintings as ambiguous or otherwise troubling references to religious meaning. I hope my sense of modernism isn't "literal" if I make the distinction between works that are "about" religion and those that can function in religious settings, for religious purposes. The Rothko chapel has long done both, but isn't it the exception that proves the rule?
Of contemporary art production, how many works have functioned as religious objects?
Jones: I want to argue with your history of modernism, as well as art. Wasn't the European painter "split" even more in the age of manuscript marginalia than in the supposedly modern period? The sacred geometry of the page enforced the separation of an outer world of farting cuckolds and an inner world of divine visions, mediated by the Word. Instead, the modern humanist subject was supposed to become a unified soul. This is an enormous question which I cannot address very well here. In my mind, it leads directly into the contemporary historiography of medieval art, especially in the work of the recently deceased Michael Camille. His debates with Hans Belting concerning the "modernity" of medieval art are important but unresolved steps. Jones: What are the "essentials of religious meaning" Friedrich strips? What could be more essential in its religiosity (essentially, in a German sense) than a romantic churchyard or a cross on a mountain? It seems to me that modern artists were, and are, constantly struggling to find contemporaneous ways to speak the divine (if always outside the official strictures of the church).
No one knows how Friedrich intended to use his altar, and no one can quite say how his cromlechs, ruined churches, or wayside shrines carry religious meaning. Joseph Koerner's readingthat they are metaphors of self, presence, and memoryis far from religion; and some other readings are too close because they see things like cromlechs as simple signifiers of Friedrich's sense of religion, whatever that may be. It is entirely true that "modern artists were, and are, constantly struggling to find contemporaneous ways to speak the divine." In the vocabulary I propose, "divine" is closer to spirituality than religion: it is private, non-social, and partly incommunicable. Erasing the difference between the largely illegible evidence of Friedrich's spirituality in his paintings, and contemporary German Pietism (Friedrich's religion), would also erase the distance between his fragmentary iconography and contemporaneous religious iconography. I want to maintain that difference, and distance.
Jones: Is your theory confounded by the fact that Van Gogh worked as a lay preacher during the period of the Potato Eaters? There seems to be a confusion in your account between the spiritual aspirations of the artists, the embarrassment of art history over "modern religious art" at the Vatican, and the continuous use of imageseven modern onesin popular religion throughout the twentieth century ( When contemporary artwork is called "religious," I become worried that we may lose the ability to make a distinction between images like those judged by Sister Wendy for the National Catholic Reporter, which can and do work in churches, and those which refer to religion from within an art world context. I worry that the claim that art and religion are still productively mingled can underwrite the further claim that the art world and the institutions and artists involved in popular religion are effectively intertwined. (As they seem to be, for example, in the work of Christian Here, you say my assertion that contemporary art is as far from religion as art practices ever have been, is "nonsense." This is the crux of the matter. In one sense, it is true that my claim is "nonsense" because there are many artists who work with religious themes. (The ones you name are almost I hope this makes sense and that I have convinced you just a little. The whole subject is fascinating to me not least because it seems so nearly impossible to frame for all audiences: a sure sign that it is buried very deeply in our use of language and critique.
